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What a surprise! As I read the letters
to the editor in the Marquette Mining
Journal recently, I found one from a set
of parents thanking a local elementary
school staff for the care, concern, and
education provided to their four children

in the past year (Figure l; Helwig, 1995).
I was struck by how unusual such a letter seemed in today's media where
schools and teachers are seldom portrayed so positively. I hoped that many
of my colleagues, teachers who strive to

Parents applaud teachers
To The Mining Journal:
Even with all the haggling over how to fund schools and what is to be taught
at school, it still boils down to the individual teachers, support staff and parents
in order to make a good learning environment. Our four school-age daughters
have benefited greatly this year from four great teachers and a principal and support staff who cared and worked with us as parents to provide the best possible
learning environment at Sandy Knoll Elementary School in Marquette.
First, thanks to Mr. Ruuska, the principal, for running a first class operation at
Sandy Knoll. He commands respect from our daughters as an authority figure,
but is also very friendly, likable and sometimes amusing.
Thanks to Susie and the other staff for the phone calls, temperature-takings
and measures of small comfort provided to our girls when they needed help.
To our fourth grader's teacher, Mrs. Frailing, thank you. Your unique sense of
humor and the many special projects helped make our daughter's school year, in
her words, "lots of work, but Mrs. Frailing made it fun."
To our third grader's teacher, Mrs. Aho, thank you. Your quiet, fun and organized classroom helped our daughter to continue to blossom.
To Mrs. Anderegg and Mrs. Finkbeiner, our twins' first grade teachers. Thank
you. We appreciated your efforts in introducing them to the joys of reading and
dealing with the daily ins and outs of first graders with enthusiasm, smiles and a
genuine concern for their well-being.
We were pleasantly surprised while watching the awards ceremony to see the
large number of fourth and fifth graders who had high scores on the MEAP test.
This speaks very well of the teachers and support staff who taught the students
the necessary skills needed from kindergarten on up.
We look forward to another successful and enjoyable year in the fall.
Bill and Sarah Helwig, Marquette

Figure 1: Letter to the Editor by Bill & Sarah Helwig,
The Marquette Mining Journal, Saturday, June 24, 1995
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cipal's being "amusing," indicating that
they want their children to laugh and
enjoy coming to school. Yet, under
Michigan's state accreditation standards,
many administrators are finding it hard
to retain a sense of humor when their
jobs may depend on students' scores on
the Michigan Educational Assessment
Program (MEAP). Holding high achievement expectations for all students is, of
course, a positive thing. Yet, equating
high achievement with one test score in
each subject area is not supported by
research on assessment (see e.g.,
Wiggins, 1993; Rhodes & Shanklin, 1993;
Johnston, 1992). Nor are factors which
influence test scores entirely under the
control of school personnel, e.g., children's developmental stages, health of
the child during the testing dates, unsettling home situations. Of course we want
school administrators to expect students
to learn and succeed academically, but
is there more? As a parent, I would be
very sad to see a principal so intent on
higher test scores that he/she was
unable to enjoy my children and to help
them develop as unique people.
The fourth grade teacher had a
"unique sense of humor" and her "many
special projects helped make our daughter's school year, in her words, 'lots of
work, but Mrs. F. made it fun."' Again,
that mention of humor - and in fourth
grade, the year of the MEAP no less! It's
a wonder that Mrs. F. was able to maintain her sense of humor as the newspaper reports that not all of her fourth
graders met the required standard on the
MEAP in reading expository text this
year. Yet, the Helwigs see evidence of
their daughter's learning through the
special projects in which she was
involved. Their daughter seems to have
realized that hard work and fun are not
mutually exclusive. What a gift to a
youngster! But, this type of learning cannot be measured nor reported by largescale testing programs such as the

become the best they can be and to help
their students do the same, would read
this letter and feel a renewed sense of
pride about their work A chasm sometimes exists between the dedication and
effort I observe teachers expending on
their work and the perceptions of teachers' dedication and performance by
many in political positions, the media,
and the public. Although all teachers
must continue learning and growing,
most of the teachers I know are working
hard within a climate of almost constant
criticism to meet sometimes impossible
demands. Improving our schools ultimately depends on the efforts of these
teachers. I believe that school improvement will fall short of its goals as long as
the demands and criticisms we have
come to accept erode the morale and
pride of individual teachers and of the
profession in general.
Maybe the Helwigs have set an example which will be followed by others in
the community and the nation. Maybe
others will begin celebrating publicly the
positive impact a teacher or school has
had on someone they know. The issues
upon which the Helwigs focused are
important and carry a message that
deserves wider consideration. I would
like to reflect upon some of ~hese issues
within the context of current school
reform initiatives.
What Really Matters?
As I read the Helwigs' thank you to
the staff of their elementary school, I
noticed that they focused mainly on
qualities which nurtured and supported
their children as human beings. The
principal was noted for running a "first
class operation" while being "friendly,
likable and sometimes amusing." The
Helwigs also lauded the secretary for
"the phone calls, temperature-takings
and measures of small comfort provided
to our girls when they needed help." I
especially liked the reference to the prinMI CH IG AN RE A DIN G J OU RN A L
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MEAP.
The third grade teacher offered a
"quiet, fun and organized classroom"
where their third grade daughter "blossomed." The first grade teachers introduced the Helwigs' twins to "the joys of
reading" and were thanked for "dealing
with the daily ins and outs of first
graders with enthusiasm, smiles and a
genuine concern for their well-being."
Again, the parents see the unique needs
of each of their children, and they appreciate the teachers' efforts to help each of
them in different ways. Although the
Helwigs don't mention the achievement
levels of their children, the positive tone
of their letter certainly suggests that
they believe the children are learning
and growing in this nurturing environment.
Despite the Helwigs' positive feelings,
this school is in the "interim stage of
accreditation" (i.e., not accredited, but
making progress toward accreditation)
according to Governor Engler's report. I
note that the MEAP expository reading
scores for last year are below the
acceptable level for accreditation. It is
significant that the Helwigs mentioned
the MEAP last in their letter. They were
"pleasantly surprised" that their children's school had large numbers of students in fourth and fifth grades scoring
high on the MEAP. They mention this
almost as an afterthought to the many
other important qualities they commended in their letter. These parents do not
appear to be focused on the same qualities which the state is using for accreditation standards.

for seven-year-olds or ten-year-olds or
fifty-year-olds, those who spend their
days together within a school building.
The tasks that teachers and students do
together should have real meaning for
them today. Students learn by connecting ideas which grow from their experiences. The knowledge and skills they
develop from these authentic experiences does prepare them for later life,
but that does not diminish the importance of their needs in the lives they lead
today. If we begin to think about the purposes of school in this sense, our goals
may become more clear and the push to
focus on test scores may seem even less
appropriate. Let's consider the way in
which MEAP scores are used in some of
the current Michigan reform initiatives.
First, schools that are unable to
achieve the standards expected on the
MEAP within three years may lose five
percent of their per pupil funding.
Accepted standards mean that sixty-six
percent of the students reach the satisfactory score on all MEAP tests for two
out of the last three years. This level of
achievement does not seem unreasonable, but currently very few schools in
Michigan are reaching this level on the
MEAP. Why? I suspect the answer is
complex and somewhat unique in each
school. What worries me though, is that
schools which fail to meet this standard
will have less money available for
improvement. Contrary to popular
belief, I do not think schools who are
now barely able to stay afloat financially
will improve when they have less money
and more worries about money with
which to contend. If the instruction students receive affects their test scores,
then wouldn't schools which appear to
be "failing" need more resources to help
teachers learn how to improve that
instruction? (I should note that the plan
suggests outside sources will provide
help for such schools, although just
what that help will be is still uncertain.)

So What Is My Point?
I believe that our current efforts at
school reform may be misguided and
may in fact lead us down a dangerous
path. School is not a place to prepare
children for life. It is a place where children and adults live together for a good
part of each year. That is, school is life
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL
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Second, Governor Engler is compiling
test scores from all Michigan schools in
a state report card so that parents and
community members can more easily
compare their school's performance
with that of all other schools in the state.
Thus, in areas where parents and community members feel unsatisfied with
school performance, citizens can now
choose to send their children to other
schools, or they can start their own charter schools. Although I believe school
choice and charter schools offer many
positive possibilities, in all of these scenarios (i.e., accreditation, funding,
school choice, and charter schools), the
assumption is that educators who are
not doing their jobs well enough will be
spurred on to better performance by
market forces and competition. These
approaches to school reform seem
based on questionable assumptions ·
about what it will take to improve
schools. The authors of such legislation
appear to think that teachers will
improve if we get tougher with them,
implying that they are not trying to
improve now and that the means to
improvement are totally within their
control.
I believe these assumptions ignore the
complexity of school reform. For example, many schools have cut professional
development opportunities for their
teachers in an attempt to balance growing budgets with limited resources.
Thus, teachers who are being asked to
make substantive instructional changes
often have little opportunity to learn
how those changes might look in practice. In addition, most current research
on school reform supports a need for
teachers to work collaboratively at the
local level to define needs and implement reforms. Yet, few schools have
been able to build community support
for reallocated time for teachers to work
together . If charter schools exhibit the
need for such basic supports for teachMI C HIGAN READING JOURNAL

ers trying to implement reform ideas,
they will serve us well. But, the political
leaders who are pushing for more charter schools do not seem focused on
these issues. It appears to me that they
believe a market situation will simply
force public schools to improve without
realizing exactly what changes such
improvements entail in the area of teachers' learning and work contexts.
Third, if the goals of schools were
clearly defined, agreed upon by all constituents, and achievable in logical, rational fashion, school reform would be
much easier to effect. Instead, schools
are bombarded by a multitude of competing demands from numerous sources.
For instance, currently states and subject matter organizations are writing
standards in all subject areas which
raise expectations for student achievement beyond minimum skills to ambitious intellectual capacities. Richard P.
Mills, Commissioner of Education in
Vermont in 1993, was quoted as saying
that the standards he had seen "seem to
assume that their particular subject
areas will have 40 percent or more of the
child's education" (Viadero & West,
1993). Furthermore, politicians and citizens use the schools as a battleground
for a variety of religious and pedagogical
beliefs, e.g., creationism vs. evolution or
whole language vs. phonics. These
debates leave educators feeling a bit like
shuttlecocks in a fast-paced game of
badminton. What is required or at least
condoned by "experts" changes frequently; thus, the common belief by veteran teachers that any innovation will
disappear in a few years as the "pendulum swirigs back and forth." Goodlad
(1984) suggests that as schools have
embraced so many demands from the
public, clarity of purpose has become
foggy for educators. The goals of
schools will need to be clarified if educators are to take school reform seriously.
Although our current legislation does
6
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offer some clarity in the form of required
curriculum, improvement plans, and student test scores, these goals seem to
ignore the importance of other types of
goals, those which the Helwigs found so
important for their children.
Another concern with the current
approach to reform lies with the test
itself and with such tests in general. The
MEAP reading test was rewritten in the
late 1980's in an innovative attempt to
offer diagnostic information to teachers
on individual student needs and areas
for improvement across classrooms and
schools. Tests are but a snapshot of
what students can do on one task at one
point in time in an often high pressure
situation. I have given a MEAP sample
test to my undergraduate teacher education students for the last three years. Not
surprisingly, they miss some of the questions as they interpret the passages
based on their own experiences and
backgrounds. Heated debates develop as
these university students defend their
perspectives and question the wisdom of
the testmakers. Michigan's definition of
reading supports my students' concerns
as it suggests that readers interpret text
differently based on the context of the
reading task, their own prior knowledge,
and the structure of the text (Michigan
Department of Education & Curriculum
Review Committee, 1988). Yet, students
pass or fail the MEAP based on their
ability to see things in the same ways
that the testmakers saw them. Wiggins
(1993) compares this situation to real.life reading.

rect answer so that we can ensure
reliability and cost-effectiveness
(p. 205).
I contend that such reading tests are
actually unable to achieve this unambiguous state due to the nature of the
reading act itself. That is not to say that
tests such as the MEAP reading test cannot provide information to guide teachers and schools in their instructional
decisions. When the MEAP reading test
was revised in the 1980's, it was intended to provide information valuable for
such instructional decisions. However,
as we moved into the "90's," this intent
seems to have become secondary to the
high stakes accountability role MEAP
scores play in school accreditation and
funding. This refocusing of how MEAP
scores are used is inappropriate and
seems likely to do a great deal of harm
as schools narrow their instructional
focus to meeting the letter of the law
(i.e., sixty-six percent passing rates)
rather than meeting the literacy needs of
the students.
Already many fine teachers are asked
to take a step backward from their normal instructional programs to complete
workbooks designed solely to raise
MEAP scores.
Another problem with tests such as
the MEAP lies in the importance of the
test to the students. Although some students will follow the teacher's advice
and do their best, many students refuse
to play this game. During my seventeen
years experience as a teacher, I watched
students year after year finish fifty-five
minute reading comprehension tests in
three minutes by simply going through
the booklet and coloring in circles randomly despite my admonitions about the
seriousness of the test. These students
were often struggling readers who felt
defeated by the length of the test and
who saw themselves as failures already.
They saw no point in suffering through

After all, when asked to evaluate
the correctness of an answer in
real-world settings, we typically
respond, 'Well, it depends on ... '
But this response is the antithesis
of testing as we know it, where the
aim is to use well-defined, unambiguous problems with a single
apparent variable and a single corMICHIGAN READING JOURNAL
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just alike? Wiggins suggests there may
be a higher purpose for education.

the agony of trying to "do their best"
when they were convinced that their
best would never be good enough anyway. Wiggins (1993) sums it up nicely.

But what if education is seen to
be a personal, idiosyncratic affair,
where the meaning and personal
effectiveness that I derive from
coursework is more important than
what knowledge we all hold in
common? (p. 213).

Important abilities demand time,
energy, and effort. As a result, people only display them when they
are undertaking activities which
are important to them. It is meaningless to attempt to assess a person's abilities except in relation to
their valued goals (p. 213).

In other words, should school accreditation and funding be based on all students doing the same thing in the same
way at the same time. I don't think so! I
doubt that even the politicians who
make such laws would really desire or
expect this.

I doubt that many fourth graders ( or
seventh or tenth graders) see the importance of MEAP in their lives and many
believe they have no chance of success
anyway.
Which brings me to a last concern
with the MEAP as it is currently being
used. Is it even reasonable or desirable
to expect that all students can succeed
at the same level of performance on the
same task at the same time? I have tried
to think of another situation in life
where all people are expected to do the
same exact thing to the same level of
performance at the same time. I cannot
think of one. Why would we expect this
of children's learning- one of the most
difficult, least understood, and most
complex aspects of life? Wiggins (1993)
suggests that education is not meant to
develop students who are all alike in
what they know and can do, but to
develop students who have reached a
variety of endpoints based on their personal needs and talents. He quotes
Albert Shanker's view of thinking about

Clarifying the Purpose of Schools
I suspect that most parents would
agree with the Helwigs in wanting a
place where our children can grow and
become all that they can while feeling
safe, secure, and valued for their unique
gifts. I suspect each citizen wants a
place where students learn the skills and
dispositions which enable every student
to embrace the challenges facing society
with whatever gifts they possess, bringing diverse talents to bear in shaping the
world of tomorrow. Yes, this does entail
expecting all students to achieve high
academic standards, but no, it does not
necessarily mean expecting each to display their learning in only one way on
only one test. Am I too idealistic? I hope
not! John-Roger and Peter Mc Williams
begin their little book The Portable Life
101 (1992) with the following quote.

achievement as scouts think of
merit badges: achievement should
be validated by a person's ability to
use knowledge in the field ... The
result would be a personalized collection of badges - even if each
badge requirement is standardized
(p. 213).

That our educational system is
not designed to teach us the
"secrets of life" is no secret. In
school, we learn how to do everything - except how to live.
This quote speaks to me. It suggests
that it is important to provide learning
experiences for our students which have
meaning for their current lives, i.e,

Do we really want all students to be
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL
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which teach them how to live full rich
lives now, as well as potential to develop
knowledge and skills which enable them
to reach future potentials.
The McWilliams follow this quote
with one from Barnaby C. Keeney.
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At college age, you can tell who
is best at taking tests and going to
school, but you can't tell who the
best people are. That worries the
hell out of me.
Many teachers would find the Keeney
quote puzzling as teachers do focus on
more than test scores. Teachers seek to
unlock the joys of learning for individuals who also happen to be students. Yet,
current policies which narrow what really counts in schools to test scores make
Keeney's remark a prediction, a warning
we must all consider carefully.
This is a critical time in history for
ordinary citizens and educators everywhere to become more vocal and
involved in shaping efforts to reform our
schools. If we fail to make our wishes
known, to make others aware that we
value more than test scores in our children's educations, many fine teachers
will continue to lose their enthusiasm
and love of teaching as they seek to
meet almost impossible expectations
while being continually berated for their
efforts. I don't believe we can afford to
let that happen, and I am very thankful
to Bill and Sarah Helwig for making public the qualities of their school staff
which they found important this year.
Let us all follow their example!
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